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Keepingthe faith at UW-Madison
Religious studies
and Jewish studies
added as ~ajors
By Ben Sykes
THE DAILY CARDINAL

Karl Marx was wrong. Religion
is not dead, at least not in Madison
where the UW-Madison has added
new undergraduate majors in religious
studies and Jewish studies just in time for
the spring semester.
After the University of Wisconsin
System Board of Regents approved
the new bachelor of arts majors during its Dec. 8 meeting, both departments behind the degree programs said they felt
relieved to be through the two-year process.
"It's a very long process.You have to have permission to even plan the major," said Anita
Lightfoot of the George L. Mosse-Laurence A.
Weinstein Center for Jewish Studies. The Center
will administer the Jewish studies program.
Religious studies program Director Charles
Cohen said he agreed with Lightfoot, but felt
the process was more than fair.
"It's a thorough and time-consuming
process, but we've been supported throughout
by the faculty and administration," he said.
Though the two majors seem to share similar roots, Cohen said that the timing of the new
majors was completely coincidental.
"David Sorkin, the [former] director of
Jewish studies, had his office next to mine , but
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in education."
"I think the major is a big step forward, it
certainly fulfills our goals," said Sorkin.
Cohen, who described the process of obtaining an undergraduate major for his department
as his "top priority for the past four years," outlined the five-point plan the degree program
will be based upon.
Religious studies majors must have an
introduction into an array of world religions, while having a deeper knowledge
of two or more traditions and be able to
research and publicize their findings
clearly. Besides those basic requirements, majors should also be familiar
with a variety of approaches in the
study of religion and have knowledge
and understanding of religious
awe as it has manifested in historical examples.
Cohen said he was excited
about the last two points of the
plan since they took a step
beyond any normal requirements.
The degree programs have received a high
level of interest already, considering they have
only been accessible to students for a little
more than a month, according to Cohen
and Lightfoot.
"Eight students have thus indicated
interest [in a Religious studies major],
Cohen said. "I predicted 10
students in the first year and
30 by the fifth ... but seeing
how we already have eight
in the first month, my numbers seem a little low."
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at th same time was really an accident,"
Coher said.
Cohen went on to explain the differences
that separated the two programs.
"Jewish studies deals with the historical, cultural and arts of a particular people, similar to
Afro-American or American Indian studies,
while religious studies deals with a global phenomena-religion,"
he said, adding that,
"Jewish studies is not Judaism studies."
Despite the contrast in content, the programs both share clear plans of what they want
their majors to include.

The
Jewish
studies
department would
allow students to extend their knowledge of
individual facets of Hebrew culture, expanding
on the certificate in Jewish studies that UWMadison already offers, along with offering an

educational
track,
according to Lightfoot.
"There's one major
,but two tracks," she said.
"The educational track would
gear towards the folks who'd like to
teach in day and congregational
schools. We've added a new professor for the
past four years, which has helped to complete
the major in Jewish studies and Jewish studies

ing on some of the 25 students in its
certificate program to cross over to the
new major.
"The interest is very high. People who are
not Jewish are showing a large degree of interest," said Lightfoot.
Both programs hope to play prominent roles
on the national stage in a few years after they
build a base of students.
"Our aspirations is to make this one of the
best programs in the country," Cohen said.
"Worldwide religion as phenomenon is not
going away."
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By William R. Wineke
Wisconsin State Journal
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n the United States, the religious
right is threatening to withdraw
from the Republican Party.
In Ireland, Catholics and Protestants hold a tenuous truce. The Buddhists of Tibet continue to struggle
with Chinese domination. And Muslims and Christians continue to
threaten world peace in Yugoslavia.
It seems obvious that religion is a
major force in the world order, and it
might also seem obvious that understanding religious movements ought to
be part of a complete education.
Religious studies at the UWMadison, however, are in a fledgling
state, something the new director of
the school's Religious Studies Program hopes to change.
"As almost any anthropologist will

putss{otlight

onreligious
studies

Professor Charles Cohen is trying to
reinvigorate the UW-Madison religious
studies program, whose studies include the history of western religions
and, also, of literature and ethics of
dozens of other world faiths.

tell you, religion is almost a universal
in human society. No human society
exists that does not place religious belief and behavior in the center of its
value system," says Professor Charles
Cohen.
"Religion is not the only phenomena that creates values, but it certainly is one of the most important. We
hope that studying religion will help

us understand how values are created."
Cohen has put together a staff of
teachers integrated across disciplinary lines.
He is a historian, but courses are
taught by specialists in East Asia,
Scandinavian studies, English, sociology, political science, Semitic studies,
philosophy and a variety of other disciplines.
The program even gets the blessing,
or, at least, the tolerance, of the Freedom From Religion Foundation.
"We think people ought to learn
more about religion," explained Dan
Barker, public relations spokesman
for the Madison-based organization.
"We don't fight the study of religion; what we oppose is using the
state dollars to promote religion.
There is little we can or want to do at
the university level, but we do look
closely at elementary and high school
programs."
The UW-Madison course offerings
don't suggest that atheists have much
to fear.
They include courses in "Islamic
Mystical Poetry in Translation" and
"Buddhist Iconography" along with
courses in Jainism, myth, biblical literature and American religious history.
Cohen said he has believed for a
long time that students weren't learning enough about religious values and
how they affect society.
It wasn't until a year ago, when the
Please see RELIGIONS, Page SC

f

DAYBREAK

previous director of the program
left to spend some time in the
Ukraine, that Cohen received the
opportunity to put his own stamp
on the Religious Studies Program.
"Believe it or not, E-mail
played a role in this. I tried to
contact any faculty member I
thought might be interesting.
Without E-mail, it would have
been impossible to draw so many
into a dialogue," Cohen said.

Wisconsin State Journal, Saturday , October 10, 1998

''A discussion of values and of listing course offerings helps
ultimate questions is part of a col- build interest, he said.
lege education," he continued.
Many courses in history or in
"Students may want to reject
Asian
studies, for example, emthose values in the end, but they
should know what it is they are re- phasize religion, but, if they aren't
jecting and what alternatives may also listed under the "religious
studies" heading, some students
be open ."
won't even know they're offered,
He said the program is becoming poplular. For example, 75 stu- Cohen explained.
dents are participating in a course
on "Genres of Western Religious
Writing ."
Part of developing a religious g to tell you you're right! It's just a
1preference. A lot of people enjoy
studies program is bureaucratic,
I like finding out the old-fashioned
Cohen said.

hris Juzwik, 252-6180

Perhaps the most remarkable
thing about the Religious Studies
Program is its budget.
Cohen said his entire program
budget is $250. The program has
received gifts totaling $30,000.
The program borrows teachers
and administrators
from other
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Just a simple matter of cross- e magical fantasy land where fat,
are beautiful?
A.Are yo
ing your wife's not?
ide-
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lonely.
Q. None of these are
the answers I was looking
for. I just bought a new iMac
computer. My wife complains
that I spend too much time
?n it Tand no~ en?ugh with
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